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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention provides a self-heated pressure sensor
assembly and method of utilizing the same. The self-heated
pressure sensor assembly regulates and maintains the tem-
perature of the pressure sensor, regardless of the external
temperature environment, without an external heater as in
prior art embodiments. Exemplary embodiments of the pres-
sure sensor assembly incorporate a resistance heater that is
built into the sensing chip of the pressure sensor assembly.
The pressure sensor assembly also utilizes the resistance of
the pressure sensing elements to monitor the temperature of
the assembly, which works alongside the resistance heater to
maintain a stable temperature within the pressure sensor
assembly.

18 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
SELF-HEATED PRESSURE SENSOR
ASSEMBLIES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This Application is a continuation application claiming
priority under 35 U.S.C. §120 to U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 13/622,241 entitled “Self-Heated Pressure Sensor
Assemblies,” filed 18 Sep. 2012, the contents of which are
incorporated by reference in their entirety as if fully set forth
below.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to pressure sensor assem-
blies, and more particularly to pressure sensor assemblies
comprising built-in resistance heaters to aid in monitoring
and maintaining a stable pressure sensor temperature.

BACKGROUND

Piezoresistive pressure sensors operate in a wide range of
temperature conditions, for example, from extremely low
cryogenic temperatures to extremely hot temperatures often
associated with gas turbine engines. While such sensors may
operate over broad temperature ranges, the accuracy of the
sensor is often disrupted as prior art sensors are much more
accurate when operating within narrower temperature ranges.
There are many ways to correct for these inaccuracies, how-
ever. One way is described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,549,006, which
is assigned to Kulite Semiconductor Products, the assignee
herein.

If the sensor is maintained at a stable temperature, how-
ever, such methods described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,549,006 are
not necessary to achieve high accuracy. There are a few ways
to maintain a stable temperature. For example, prior art
embodiments regulate and maintain the temperature of a
pressure sensor by incorporating an external heater and an
accompanying temperature sensor. The temperature sensor
detects a change in temperature within the pressure sensor
and cooperatively works with an external heater to maintain a
steady pressure sensor temperature. Such external heaters
may be costly and may undesirably add to the overall size of
the sensing device, therefore it is desirable to regulate and
maintain the temperature of a pressure sensor without the
added cost and size of an external heater. It is to this need that
the present invention is directed.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF INVENTION

Various embodiments of the present invention provide a
method of maintaining temperature within a pressure sensor
assembly, comprising activating a first plurality of resistive
elements associated with a piezoresistive bridge enabling the
piezoresistive bridge to measure an applied pressure; moni-
toring a voltage across a first resistive element of the first
plurality of resistive elements associated with the piezoresis-
tive bridge, wherein the voltage is indicative of a temperature
within the piezoresistive bridge; and activating a built-in heat-
ing element when the voltage across the first resistive element
falls below or rises above a threshold value.

Other embodiments of the present invention provide a
pressure sensor assembly, comprising a first resistive bridge
comprising a plurality of resistive elements adapted to mea-
sure an applied pressure and release a voltage indicative of
temperature within the first resistive bridge; an electronic
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device configured to receive the voltage indicative of tem-
perature; and a heating element integrated with the first resis-
tive bridge and in electrical communication with the elec-
tronic device, wherein the heating element is activated by the
electronic device when the voltage falls below or rises above
a threshold value.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of a piezore-
sistive bridge of a pressure sensor assembly coupled to a span
resistor in series with the bridge in accordance with the
present invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of yet another
piezoresistive bridge of a pressure sensor assembly compris-
ing resistance heater elements in accordance with the present
invention.

FIG. 3 illustrates a cross-sectional view of an exemplary
embodiment of a pressure sensor assembly comprising dif-
fused resistance heater elements in accordance with the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

Although preferred embodiments of the invention are
explained in detail, it is to be understood that other embodi-
ments are contemplated. Accordingly, it is not intended that
the invention is limited in its scope to the details of construc-
tion and arrangement of components set forth in the following
description or illustrated in the drawings. The invention is
capable of other embodiments and of being practiced or car-
ried out in various ways. Also, in describing the preferred
embodiments, specific terminology will be resorted to for the
sake of clarity.

It must also be noted that, as used in the specification and
the appended claims, the singular forms “a,” “an,” and “the”
include plural referents unless the context clearly dictates
otherwise.

Also, in describing the preferred embodiments, terminol-
ogy will be resorted to for the sake of clarity. It is intended that
each term contemplates its broadest meaning as understood
by those skilled in the art and includes all technical equiva-
lents which operate in a similar manner to accomplish a
similar purpose.

By “comprising” or “containing” or “including” is meant
that at least the named compound, element, particle, or
method step is present in the composition or article or
method, but does not exclude the presence of other com-
pounds, materials, particles, method steps, even if the other
such compounds, material, particles, method steps have the
same function as what is named.

It is also to be understood that the mention of one or more
method steps does not preclude the presence of additional
method steps or intervening method steps between those
steps expressly identified. Similarly, it is also to be under-
stood that the mention of one or more components in a device
or system does not preclude the presence of additional com-
ponents or intervening components between those compo-
nents expressly identified.

Referring now to the drawings, in which like numerals
represent like elements, exemplary embodiments of the
present invention are herein described. It is to be understood
that the figures and descriptions of the present invention have
been simplified to illustrate elements that are relevant for a
clear understanding of the present invention, while eliminat-
ing, for purposes of clarity, many other elements found in
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typical pressure sensor assemblies and methods of making
and using the same. Those of ordinary skill in the art will
recognize that other elements are desirable and/or required in
order to implement the present invention. However, because
such elements are well known in the art, and because they do
not facilitate a better understanding of the present invention,
a discussion of such elements is not provided herein.

The present invention provides a self-heated pressure sen-
sor assembly and method of utilizing the same. The self-
heated pressure sensor assembly regulates and maintains the
temperature of the pressure sensor, regardless of the external
temperature environment, without an external heater (as is
commonly used in prior art embodiments). Consequently, the
present invention increases the accuracy and stability of a
pressure sensor assembly.

Exemplary embodiments of the pressure sensor assembly
utilize existing elements (already equipped to measure an
applied pressure) to indirectly monitor temperature of the
sensor, for example, resistors in the sensor circuit may be
used. One skilled in the art will appreciate that resistors
inherently change resistance with respect to temperature, thus
along with measuring an applied pressure, the resistance
value of existing resistor elements may be indicative of the
temperature of the sensor. Such resistance values may be
communicated to a comparator, for example but not limited to
an analog comparator, which may then determine, based on
the resistance values, whether the sensor needs to be heated or
whether heating of the sensor should cease. Further, the com-
parator is in electrical communication with a built-in heating
element and thus activates the heating element when the
sensor needs heating and deactivates the heating element
when heating is no longer necessary. This enables constant
regulation and maintenance of the temperature within the
pressure sensor. The heating element may come in various
forms, for example, existing resistors may coincidingly serve
as the heating element, or the heating element may be a
separate set of resistors integrated with existing resistors, or
alternatively, the heating element may be a separate set of
resistors disposed above or below existing resistors. Each
embodiment will be discussed in detail below. Alternately, a
more complex digital circuit such as a microprocessor may be
used to control the temperature of the sensor using the
described heating elements. This may be useful in the case
where a microprocessor is already being used for signal pro-
cessing of the pressure signal.

Referring to FIG. 1, exemplary embodiments of the pres-
sure sensor assemblies of the present invention may comprise
a piezoresistive Wheatstone bridge 105 configured to sense
an applied pressure. One skilled in the art will appreciate that
Wheatstone bridges 105 generally comprise four resistors
configured to respond to an applied pressure. These resistors
orother resistors used in or around the Wheatstone bridge 105
may be referred to as the “existing resistors.” Further, one
skilled in the art will appreciate that resistors inherently
change voltage value with respect to temperature, thus exist-
ing resistors within the Wheatstone bridge 105 can double as
pressure sensors and temperature indicators. Exemplary
embodiments further comprise a span resistor (R;) 110
coupled in series to the bridge 105. The span resistor 110 may
be configured to monitor voltage at a node connecting the
span resistor 110 to the bridge 105. This voltage is indicative
of the voltage of the existing resistors within the bridge 105
and thus is also indicative of temperature within the bridge
105, as previously described. The span resistor 110 may then
electrically communicate the voltage information to a com-
parator, which determines whether the voltage level has fallen
below or risen above a threshold. The comparator may then
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activate or deactivate the heating element, respectively, to
maintain a stable temperature within the pressure sensor
assembly. As previously mentioned, the heating element of
the present invention may be configured in several ways. As a
first example, illustrated in FIG. 1, existing piezoresistive
elements found in traditional Wheatstone bridges may coin-
cidingly serve as the heating element. As a second example,
illustrated in FIG. 2, a separate set of resistors may be inte-
grated with existing piezoresistive elements found in tradi-
tional Wheatstone bridges, wherein the separate set of resis-
tors serve as the heating element. As a third example,
illustrated in FIG. 3, a resistance heating element comprising
additional resistors may be diffused into a silicon wafer such
that it is positioned beneath standard piezoresistive elements
found in traditional Wheatstone bridges, wherein the addi-
tional resistors serve as the heating element.

In a first exemplary embodiment, existing piezoresistive
elements within the Wheatstone bridge 105 may be coincid-
ingly used as both the pressure measurement element and the
heating element. Because piezoresistors are resistive ele-
ments, they inherently act as heaters when large enough cur-
rents are passed through them. Thus, this embodiment can be
incorporated into conventional pressure transducers, as well
as diffused-type sensors and silicon on insulator (SOI) sen-
sors without modification because the same, standard electri-
cal connections may be used for both heating and pressure
measurements.

In this embodiment, if the comparator determines that the
sensor should be heated, it may send a signal that applies a
relatively large DC voltage to the piezoresistors to enable
heating. Simultaneously, a smaller AC voltage can be con-
tinuously applied to the piezoresistors to enable pressure
measurements. The coupling of the AC voltage removes the
DC voltage used for heating purposes from the pressure mea-
surement to ensure the heating mechanism does not interfere
with the pressure measurement. In a similar manner, the tem-
perature measurement can be made by AC coupling the mea-
surement of the voltage on the span resistor to remove any DC
bias. One skilled in the art will appreciate that this electrical
configuration may also be reversed, i.e., the AC voltage may
be used for heating purposes and the DC voltage may be used
for pressure measurement purposes.

Alternatively, alternating DC and AC voltages may be
applied to piezoresistive elements to alternate heating and the
ability to take pressure measurements, respectively. For
example, if only intermittent heating is needed (e.g., when
operating in a relative stable external environment), the
bridge 105 may be temporarily heated via a DC voltage and
subsequently switched off to accommodate the application of
an AC voltage to enable pressure measurements before the
bridge 105 cools down. After the pressure measurement is
complete, heating of the bridge 105 may subsequently resume
as needed to maintain the overall temperature of the bridge
105. Thus, the DC and AC voltages can be alternatingly
applied to alternatingly heat and take pressure measurements.
Again, one skilled in the art will appreciate that this electrical
configuration may be reversed and the AC voltage may be
used for heating purposes and the DC voltage may be used for
pressure measurement purposes.

In yet another example, the same DC voltage may be used
for both heating purposes and pressure measurement pur-
poses. One skilled in the art will appreciate that because the
output voltage of the bridge is ratiometric with the input
voltage, it is possible to ratio all of the outputs to the input
voltage, which enables the same DC voltage to be used for
heating and measurement purposes.
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In some instances, it may not be possible to use existing
piezoresistive elements for both heating and pressure mea-
surement purposes. Thus, in a second exemplary embodi-
ment, additional resistors 220 (distinguishable from existing
piezoresistors 215 traditionally found in Wheatstone bridges)
may be integrated with existing piezoresistors 215, as illus-
trated in FIG. 2, wherein the additional resistors 220 serve as
the heating element and the existing piezoresistors 215 main-
tain its primary function of pressure measurement (and tem-
perature monitoring).

The additional resistors 220 may be of a lower resistance
than the standard piezoresistors 215 of the bridge 205.
Because the additional resistors 220 may be of a lower resis-
tance, a lower voltage may be used to heat the additional
resistors 220, therefore making the voltage levels more com-
patible with standard sensor operation. Further, the additional
resistors 220 may be strategically placed around the standard
piezoresistors 215 to provide even heat distribution over the
bridge 205. In embodiments where DC voltages are to be used
for both heating and pressure measurement purposes, it is
preferable, but not necessary, to incorporate at least one bond-
ing pad 225 adapted to supply a separate DC voltage to the
additional resistors 220. This bonding may be linked to the
bridge resistor via a linkage 230 or it may be a completely
isolated circuit. Alternatively, the same DC voltage can be
used for both the additional resistors 220 and the standard
piezoresistors 215, and the ratio of the outputs can be com-
pared to the DC input, as previously described. In other
embodiments, the bonding pads 225 may utilize both AC and
DC voltages, as also previously described.

The third exemplary built-in resistance heater embodiment
may be used for SOI sensors, specifically, however the
embodiment may be used for other pressure sensor assembly
configurations as well. As one skilled in the art will appreci-
ate, the piezoresistive gauges in SOI sensors may be electri-
cally and thermally isolated from a silicon semiconductor by
a thin oxide layer. Depending on the heating accuracy needed
for a typical application, this may not pose a problem. How-
ever, for certain high precision applications, the extra thermal
resistance may create uneven temperature gradients, which
may lead to small inaccuracies. To address the challenges
associated with some SOI sensors, and further referring to
FIG. 3, aresistance heating element 305 may be diffused into
a silicon wafer 310 such that it is positioned beneath an
oxidized surface 315 of a silicon wafer 310. A second silicon
wafer 325 is then bonded to the oxidized surface such that the
pressure sensing piezoresistors are directly above the heating
elements. The entire sensing element can then be bonded onto
a glass insulator 320 to isolate the chip both mechanically and
thermally from the packaging. This insulator 320 can either
be mounted to the front side of the chip as illustrated in FIG.
3 in leadless packing designs or to the back side in a tradi-
tional ball bonded configuration. As previously described,
bonding pads 330 may be incorporated to supply a separate
DC voltage to the heating element 305. The bonding pads 330
may be connected to the main bonding pads of the resistance
pattern 325 by metal traces or can remain separate and iso-
lated from the main bonding pads.

In this third exemplary built-in heater embodiment,
because the heating element 305 is embedded into the silicon
310, which is an excellent thermal conductor, the heat applied
to the piezoresistors of the resistance pattern 325 is evenly
distributed. Further, the heating element 305 is positioned
over the piezoresistors of the resistance pattern 325, and thus
on a separate layer, which prevents wire traces from the
heating element 305 and the piezoresistors of the resistance
pattern 325 from crossing. Also, because the heating element
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305 is the only element diffused into the silicon 310, there is
no worry about leakage currents at high temperatures. Again,
heating may be carried out in several different ways. For
example, the heating voltage and pressure measurement volt-
ages may be alternatively activated or the heating voltage may
be activated as needed to maintain a steady sensor tempera-
ture, as previously described.

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that modifica-
tions and variations may be made in the apparatus and process
of the present invention without departing from the spirit or
scope of the invention. Itis intended that the present invention
cover the modification and variations of this invention pro-
vided they come within the scope of the appended claims and
their equivalents.

What is claimed is:

1. A pressure sensor assembly, comprising:

a silicon wafer comprising:

a heating element diffused into a portion of the silicon
wafer;

aresistive bridge comprising a plurality of piezoresistive
elements adapted to measure an applied pressure and
to provide a voltage indicative of temperature of the
resistive bridge; and

an oxide layer disposed on at least one surface of the
silicon wafer and positioned between the heating ele-
ment and the resistive bridge;

wherein the heating element is adapted to provide heat to

the resistive bridge based at least in part on the voltage
indicative of the temperature of the resistive bridge.

2. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the
resistive bridge is further adapted for communication with a
comparator, the comparator configured to receive the voltage
indicative of the temperature; wherein the heating element is
configured to be activated when the voltage falls below or
rises above a threshold value.

3. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the
resistive bridge further comprises a span resistor, the span
resistor being adapted for monitoring the voltage indicative of
the temperature of the resistive bridge.

4. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the
oxide layer is bonded to the silicon wafer and wherein at least
one of the plurality of piezoresistive elements is positioned
directly above the heating element and electrically isolated
from the heating element.

5. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, further com-
prising one or more bonding pads adapted to supply a separate
DC voltage to the heating element.

6. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the
heating element comprises a resistive element.

7. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 1, further com-
prising a glass insulator, wherein the silicon wafer is bonded
to a glass insulator to mechanically and thermally isolate the
silicon wafer.

8. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 7, wherein the
glass insulator is mounted to the silicon wafer in a leadless
package configuration.

9. The pressure sensor assembly of claim 7, wherein the
glass insulator is mounted to the silicon wafer in a ball-
bonded configuration.

10. A method of manufacturing a pressure sensor assem-
bly, the method comprising:

diffusing a heating element into portion of a silicon wafer;

applying an oxide layer on at least one surface of the silicon

wafer and above the heating element;

bonding a resistive bridge above the oxide layer; the resis-

tive bridge comprising a plurality of piezoresistive ele-
ments adapted to measure an applied pressure and to
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provide a voltage indicative of temperature of the resis-
tive bridge, and wherein the heating element is adapted
to provide heat to the resistive bridge based at least in
part on the voltage indicative of the temperature of the
resistive bridge.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the resistive bridge is
further adapted for communication with a comparator, the
comparator configured to receive the voltage indicative of the
temperature; wherein the heating element is configured to be
activated when the voltage falls below or rises above a thresh-
old value.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the resistive bridge
further comprises a span resistor, the span resistor being
adapted for monitoring the voltage indicative of the tempera-
ture of the resistive bridge.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the oxide layer is
bonded to the silicon wafer and wherein at least one of the
plurality of piezoresistive elements is positioned directly
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above the heating element and electrically isolated from the
heating element by at least the oxide layer.

14. The method of claim 10, further comprising applying
one or more bonding pads on the silicon wafer, the one or
more bonding pads in communication with the heating ele-
ment and adapted to supply a separate DC voltage to the
heating element.

15. The method of claim 10, wherein the heating element
comprises a resistive element.

16. The method of claim 10, further comprising bonding
the silicon wafer to a glass insulator.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein the glass insulator is
bonded to the silicon wafer in a leadless package configura-
tion.

18. The method of claim 16, wherein the glass insulator is
bonded to the silicon wafer in a ball-bonded configuration.
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